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Foreword

This volume is one in a continuing series of books prepared by
the Federal Research Division of the Library of Congress under
the Country Studies/Area Handbook Program sponsored by the
Department of Army. The last page of this book lists the other
published studies.

Most books in the series deal with a particular foreign country,
describing and analyzing its political, economic, social, and national
security systems and institutions, and examining the interrelation-
ships of those systems and the ways they are shaped by cultural
factors. Each study is written by a multidisciplinary team of social
scientists. The authors seek to provide a basic understanding of
the observed society, striving for a dynamic rather than a static
portrayal. Particular attention is devoted to the people who make
up the society, their origins, dominant beliefs and values, their com-
mon interests and the issues on which they are divided, the nature
and extent of their involvement with national institutions, and their
attitudes toward each other and toward their social system and
political order.

The books represent the analysis of the authors and should not
be construed as an expression of an official United States govern-
ment position, policy, or decision. The authors have sought to
adhere to accepted standards of scholarly objectivity. Corrections,
additions, and suggestions for changes from readers will be wel-
comed for use in future editions.

Louis R. Mortimer

Accesion For A

Chief

NTIS CRAXI g Federal Research Division
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Preface

Like its predecessor, this study is an attempt to examine ob-
jectively and concisely the dominant historical, social, cconomic,
political, and military aspects of contemporary Guyana and Be-
lize. Sources of information included scholarly books, journals,
monographs, official reports of governments and international or-
ganizations, and numerous periodicals. Chapter bibliographies
appear at the end of the book; brief comments on sources recom-
mended for further reading appear at the end of each chapter. To
the extent possible, place-names follow the system adopted by
the United States Board on Geographic Names. Measurements are
given in the metric system; a conversion table is provided to assist
readers unfamiliar with metric measurements (see table 1, Appendix
A). A glossary is also included.

The body of the text reflects information available as of Janu-
ary 1992. Certain other portions of the text, however, have becn
updated. The Introduction discusses significant events that have
occurred since the completion of research; the Country Protile in-
cludes updated information as available; several figures and tables
are based on information in more recently published sources; and
the Bibliography lists recently published sources thought to be par-
ticularly helpful to the reader.

XV




Introduction

GUYANA AND BELIZE belie their geographic location. Although
both are located on the mainland of the Americas, they more closely
resemble the English-speaking islands of the Caribbezn than they
do their Latin American neighbors. Christopher Columbus passed
near the coasts of beth countries, but later Spanish explorers and
settlers ignored the areas because they lacked the mineral riches
that brought the Spanish to the New World. The wealth of both
areas would prove to be not gold but agriculture. By the end of
the eighteenth century, the indigenous populations of both regions
had been greatly reduced or driven to remote areas, and the coastal
lands held growing populations of British or Dutch plantation own-
ers. Plantation work was labor intensive, and initially African slaves,
then other ethnic groups, were imported to work the land. As the
colonies expanded economically, Britain claimed formal sover-
eignty, but title to each colony remained contested.

The twentieth century saw a shift in political power from the
old plantocracy to a new nonwhite middle class, a rising self-
consciousness among the various ethnic groups, and a slow evolu-
tion toward independence. Formal ties to Britain eventually were
broken, but, like their anglophone Caribbean neighbors, Guyana
and Belize today still strongly bear the mark of their colonial heri-
tage. They retain their British institutions, their use of the English
language, their economies based on agriculture, and their socicties
composed of a complex ethnic mix often divided along racial lines.

Unlike the great civilizations of Middle America that left monu-
ments and records for archaeologists to decipher, the early socie-
ties in Guyana were relatively simple, nomadic cultures that left
few traces. Early Spanish records and linguistic studies of the Carib-
bean reveal only a broad outline of pre-Columbian events. We do
know that several centuries before the arrival of the Europeans,
the Arawak moved north from Brazil to settle and farm the area
along the northeast coast of South America before expanding far-
ther north onto the Caribbean islands. Shortly before the arrival
of the Europeans, the aggressive, warlike Carib pushed into the
area and largely destroyed Arawak society.

Because of the warlike Carib and the region’s apparent lack of

gold or silver, the Spanish ignored the northeastern coast of South
America. Settlement by Europeans would wait until 1616, when
a group of Dutch arrived to establish a trading post. The Dutch
soon realized the agricultural potential of the swampy coastal land
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and aggressively set out to drain the coast, using a vast system of
seawalls, dikes, and canals. What had been swampy wasteland de-
cades before, soon turned into thriving sugar plantations.

The development of agriculture brought rapid change to the col-
ony. Because the plantation economy needed labor, the Dutch
imported African slaves for the task. The growing economy also
attracted the attention of the British, and British settlers from neigh-
boring Caribbean islands poured into the three Dutch colonies es-
tablished along the coast. By the late 1700s, the new British settlers
effectively controlled the colonies. Formal control by Britain would
come in 1814, when most Dutch colonies were ceded to Britain
after the Napoleonic wars.

In {238 Britain completed the abolition of slavery throughout
the British Ernpire, and the problem of obtaining cheap and pien-
tiful labor arose anew. The planters first sought to attract Por-
tuguese, then Chinese, workcrs, but both groups soon left plantation
work. Concerned that the dechine in labor would ruin the sugar-
based economy, the planters finally contracted laborers from lr ria
to work the sugar ficlds. Large numbers of indentured workers
poured into British Guiana in the late 1800s. Although theoreti-
cally free to return after their contract period had expired, most
East Indians remained, adding a new ethnic group to the colony's
mélange of Africans, Europeans, and Amerindians.

The twentieth century saw a rising consciousness among the
country's ethnic groups and a struggle for political power between
the new, disenfranchised. nonwhite middle class and the old plan-
tocracy. Economic changes gave momentum to the growing call
for political changes. The country saw rice production. dominated
by the Indo-Guyanese (descendants of East Indians), : ! bauxite
mining, dominated by the Afro-Guvanese (descendan' . -: Africans),
grow in importance, whereas sugar growing, controll! by the Eu-
ropean plantation owners, declined. The British coliuial adminis-
tration responded to demands for reform by establishing universal
suffrage in 1950 and allowing the formation of political parties.

The People’s Progressive Party (PPP), the country’s first politi-
cal party, quickly became a formidable force. The PPP was formed
by two men who would dominate Guyanesc politics for decades
to come: Cheddi Jagan, a Marxist Indo-Guyanese, and Linden
Forbes Burnham, an Afro-Guyancse with leftist political ideas. A
new constitution allowing considerable self-rule was promulgated
in 1953; in elections that year, the PPP, headed by Jagan, won
a majority of seats in the new legislature. The new administration
immediately sought legislatiot: giving the labor unions expanded
power. This legislation and the administration’s leftist rhetoric
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frightened the British colonial authorities, who suspended the new
government after only four months.

Conflict with the British was not the only problem facing the
PPP. Personal rivalries between Jagan and Burnham and grow-
ing conflict between the Indo-Guyanesc and the Afro-Guyanese
widened into an open split. In 1957 Burnham and most of the Afro-
Guyanese left the PPP and formed the rival People’s National
Congress (PNC). The two parties shared left-wing ideologies; the
differences between them were largely based on ethnicity.

The British promulgated a new constitution in 1957. Elections
in that year and in 1961 resulted in more PPP victories. Under
the new constitution, considerable power resided in the hands of
the governor, who was appointed by the British. The PPP adminis-
tration headed by Jagan was therefore unable to implement most
of its radical policy initiatives. The Marxist rhetoric, however, in-
tensified.

Convinced that independence under a PPP administration would
result in a communist takeover, the British authoritics permitted
and even encouraged a destabilization campaign by the opposi-
tion PNC. Antigovernment demonstrations and riots increased,
and in 1963 mobs destroyed parts of Georgetown, the capital. When
labor unrest paralyzed the economy, British troops were called in
to restore order. In the midst of the unrest, the government sched-
uled new elections in 1964.

Voting along ethnic lines again gave the PPP the largest num-
ber of seats in the legislature. But the rival PNC, by allying itself
with a small business-oricnted party. was able to form a coalition
government. Jagan had to be forcibly removed as prime minister,
and in December 1964 Burnham assumed the post. Under the new
administration, events stabilized, and independence was set for May
26, 1966.

The independent Guyana inherited by the PNC was one of the
least-populated and least-developed countries in South America.
Located on the northeast coast of the continent just north of the
equator, the ldaho-sized country is wedged among Venezuela,
Brazil, and Suriname (former Dutch Guiana). More than 90 per-
cent of the population lives within five or six kilometers of the sea.
This coastal plain, constituting only 5 percent of the country’s to-
tal area, was originally low swampland but was transformed by
the Dutch into the country’s most productive agricultural land. In-
land from the coastal plain lies the white-sand belt, site of mnost
of Guyana’s mineral wealth of bauxite, gold, and diamonds. Far-
ther inland are the interior highlands, consisting of largely unin-
habited mountains and savannahs.
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Guyana’s ethnic mix at independence, still the same in 1993,
consisted primarily of Indo-Guyanese—about half the population—
and Afro-Guyanese—slightly more than 40 percent of the total.
Smaller numbers of Amerindians, Asians, and Europeans com-
pleted Guyana'’s ethnic mélange. More than two-thirds of the popu-
lation was Christian, with significant Hindu and Muslim minorities.
Established by the British, the school system has resulted in high
literacy rates (more than 90 percent).

The small military, the Guyana Defence Force, existed primar-
ily as a deterrent to Venezuela’s territorial claim. Venezuela’s claim
to the western three-fifths of Guyana, a dispute that dated from
the colonial era, was thought to have been settled by arbitration
in 1899. When later evidence showed that one of the judges had
been influenced to vote against Venezuela, that country declared
the arbitration settlemnent invalid and in the 1960s aggressively pur-
sued its territorial claim on western Guyana. This border dispute
was to flare periodically after Guyana’s independence.

The first years of PNC administration after independence saw
Prime Minister Burnham vigorously establishing control over
Guyana'’s political and economic life. The 1968 elections were won
by the PNC, despite charges of widespread {raud and coercion of
voters. As the government’s coutrol over the country’s political in-
stitutions increased, Burnham began nationalizing industries and
financial institutions. In 1970 Guyana was declared a ‘‘coopera-
tive republic,’”’” and government control of all economic activity
increased. The 1973 eleciiuns were considered the most un-
democratic in Guyana’s history, and by 1974 all organs of the state
had becomne agencies of the ruling PNC.

In the late 1970s, a number of events increased opposition to
the Burnham regime. The economy, which had grown immedi-
ately after independence, began to contract because of nationali-
zation. In addition, in 1978 negative international attention was
focused on Guyana when more than 900 members of the People’s
Temple of Christ led by Jim Jones committed mass murder and
suicide at their community in western Guyana. As opposition to
the government increased, the government responded by violence
against opposition members and meetings. The authoritarian na-
ture of the Burnham government caused the loss of both foreign
and domestic supporters.

A new constitution was promulgated in 1980, shifting power from
the prime minister to the new post of executive president, but the
political and economic situation continued to decline. Government
programs had been financed by increasing the foreign debt, but
in the early 1980s, most foreign banks and lending organizations
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refused further loans. The quality of life deteriorated: blackouts
were frequent, and shortages of rice and sugar, Guyana’s two larg-
est crops, appeared. In 1985 in the midst of this turbulence, Burn-
ham died while undergoing throat surgery.

Vice President Hugh Desmond Hoyte became the country’s new
executive president. He had two stated goals: to secure political
power and revitalize the economy. Establishing political control
was casy. The PNC chose Hoyte as its new leader, and in the 1985
clections the PNC claimed more than 79 percent of the vote. Eco-
nomic growth, however, would require concessions to foreign
lenders. Hoyte therefore began to restructure the economy. An eco-
nomic recovery plan was negotiated with the International Mone-
tary Fund (see Glossary) and the World Bank (see Glossary),
allowing for new loans in exchange for free-market reforms and
reversal of the Burnham administration’s nationalization policies.
To win favor with Western governments and financial institutions,
Hoyte also moderated the previous administration’s leftist tilt in
international relations.

The results of economic reform were slow to appear, but by 1990
the economy began to grow again. The last legitimate date for new
elections was December 1990. Sensing. however, that the PNC
might be able to win a fair election (and thus regain a measure
of international respect) if the economy continued to improve, the
government invoked a clause in the constitution allowing elections
to be postponed a year. Seeing a chance for an honest election,
a group of Guyanese civic leaders created the Elections Assistance
Bozrd (EAB) to monitor the upcoming elections. The EAB appealed
to the Carter Center in Atlanta for international support in its effort.

Despite threats and intimidation, in July 1991 the EAB conducted
a door-to-door survey to verify voter lists. When the lists were shown
to be grosslv inaccurate, the Hoyte administration, under pressure
from the EAB and the international community, declared a state
of emergency and agreed to postpone the elections until October
1992 and impiement a series of reforms suggested by the Carter
Center. The reforms included appointment of a new election com-
missioner and agreement that the ballots be counted at polling
centers in view of poll watchers instead of being taken to govern-
ment centers and army bases for tallying.

The election date was finally set for October 5, 1992. Hoyte based
the PNC campaign on the improving economy, which he credited
to his free-market reforms. The PPP, still headed by Jagan after
forty-two years, renounced its past Marxist policies and embraced
elements of a free-market economy. In a reversal of decades of ra-
cial politics, Jagan attempted to downplay the country's ethnic
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polarization by naming an Afro-Guyanese, Sam Hinds, as his run-
ning mate.

Monitored by an international team of observers headed by
former United States President Jimmy Carter, election results gave
an alliance of the PPP, the smaller Working People’s Alliance
(WPA), and the United Force (UF) 54 percent of the vote, and
the PNC, 45 percent. These results translated into thirty-two seats
in the National Assembly for the PPP, thirty-one seats for the PNC,
and one apiece for the WPA and the UF. Foreign observers certi-
fied the elections as ‘‘free, fair, and transparent.”” The PNC con-
ceded defeat on October 7 and, after twenty-eight years, stepped
down from power. Following brief consultations, the PPP formed
a coalition government with the WPA and the UF (named the PPP-
Civic coalition) and named Jagan executive president.

Two days of rioting and looting in Georgetown and Linden in
eastern Guyana followed announcement of the election results. By
the time the army and police restored order, two demonstrators
had been killed and more than 200 injured. Many analysts attrib-
uted the violence to the fear that a PPP government would mean
fewer economic benefits for the Afro-Guyanese population. Former
President Carter, however, stated that the violence was localized
and the looting unrelated to the voting.

In a radio broadcast on October 13, Jagan outlined the direc-
tion of the new government. He stated his intention to build a po-
litical consensus that cut across ethnic lines and to continue the
privatization policies of his predecessor. Analysts speculated that
the new administration would have difficulty in getting measures
approved by the National Assembly and would face strong oppo-
sition from the PNC-dominated military and civil service. Elec-
tion observers noted also the need to lower ractal tension in a society
that some characterized as one of the most racially divided they
had witnessed. The motto on the Guyanese coat of arms proudly
proclaims, ‘‘One people, one nation, one destiny.”’ In 1993,
however, this motto remained a distant goal.

The history of preindependence Belize parallels in many ways
the history of Guyana. Unlike the pre-Columbian inhabitants of
Guyana, however, thc Maya in Belize left majestic ruins of their
civilization. Remains of the earliest settlers of the area date back
at least to 2500 B.C. By 250 A.D. the classic period of Maya cul-
ture had begun; this period of city-building lasted for more than
700 vears. During this time, the Maya built large ceremonial cen-
ters, practiced large-scale agriculture using irrigation, and developed
writing and a sophisticated calendar. Around the tenth century,
evidence suggests that the great cities were abandoned, perhaps
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because of increased warfare among the city-states, revolt of the
peasants against the priestly class, overexploitation of the environ-
ment, or a combination of these and other factors. Even though
the great ceremonial centers were left to decay, the Maya continued
to inhabit the region until the arrival of the Europeans.

The first European settlers in the area were not Spanish but En-
glish. Although Christopher Columbus passed through the area
on his fourth voyage to the Americas in 1502, Spanish explorers
and settlers ignored the region because it lacked gold. English pirates
roaming the Caribbean in the seventeenth century began estab-
lishing small camps near the Belize River to cut logwood, from
which a black dye was extracted. l.ogwood extraction proved more
profitable than piracy, and the English settlements on the Carib-
bean coast grew.

The Spanish sent expeditions throughout the eighteenth century
to dislodge the British settlers. The British were repeatedly forced
to evacuate but returned shortly after each attack. Several treaties
in the late 1700s recognized the British settlers’ right to extract log-
wood but confirmed Spanish sovereignty over the region, a con-
cession that later would lead to a territorial dispute.

The colony continued to grow throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury. Logwood extraction was replaced by mahogany cutting as
the settlement’s principal economic activity, and slaves were in-
troduced to increase production. By the time emancipation was
completed in 1838, the settlement had evolved into a plantation
society with a small number of European landowners and a large
population of slaves from Africa.

In the nineteenth century, the colony was also a magnet for dis-
possessed groups throughout the region. The Garifuna (see Glos-
sary), an Afro-indigenous people descended from the Carib Indians
and slaves of the Eastern Caribbean, found refuge in the area in
the early 1800s. In the mid- and late 1800s, large numbers of Maya,
many of whom had intermarried with or become culturally assimi-
lated to the Spanish-speaking population of Central America, fled
fighting in the Yucatan or forced labor in Guatemala and settled
in the colony.

The nineteenth century also saw the development of formal
government. As early as 1765, a common law system for the set-
tlers was formalized, and a superintendent was named in 1794.
A rudimentary legislature began meeting in the early 1800s, and
in 1854 the British produced a constitution and formally established
the colony of British Honduras in 1862. Political power in the colony
remained firmly in the hands of the old settler elite, however; blacks
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working the plantations were disenfranchised, and smaller popu-
lations of smallholder Garifuna and Maya lived on the periphery
of society.

The early 1900s were a period of political and social change. Non-
white groups, particularly an emerging black middle class, began
to agitate for the vote and political power. Mahogany production
slowed, and the colony began to depend on sugar for revenue. Ad-
ditional immigrants from neighboring Spanish-speaking countries
drifted in and settled among the rural Maya. Creoles (see Glos-
sary), as the English-speaking blacks called themselves, began to
participate in colonial politics.

The Great Depression of the 1930s greatly accelerated the pace
of change. Mahogany exports virtually collapsed, and the colonial
officials responded with measures designed primarily to protect the
interests of the plantation owners. As a result, widespread labor
disturbances broke out. Pressured by persistent labor unrest, the
government eventually legalized trade unions in 1941. The unions
soon broadened their demands to include political reform, and in
1950 the first and most durable political party, the People’s United
Party (PUP), was formed with strong backing from the labor move-
ment. Universal suffrage was granted to literate adults in 1954,
and by the 1960s the colony was being prepared for independence.

The final obstacle to independence proved to be not internal
problemis or resistance from the colonial power, but an unresolved
territorial ciaim over all of Belize by neighboring Guatemala. The
dispute dated to treaties signed in the 1700s, in which Britain agreed
to Spanish sovereignty over the region. Guatemala later claimed
it had inherited Spanish sovereignty over Belize. Although negoti-
ations over the issue had occurred periodically for more than a cen-
tury, the matter of sovereignty became a particularly important

issue for Guatemala in the 1960s and 1970s, when it realized Brit-
ain might grant independence to Belize.

Guatemala’s demand for annexation of Belize was largely fought
in the international arena. Realizing that Belize’s small defense force
of 700 was no match for Guatemala’s army, the British stationed
a garrison force to deter any aggression. Belize sought support for
sovereignty from the United Nations, the Nonaligned Movement,
the Commonwealth of Nations, and the Organization of Ameri-
can States. First, individual states and then the international or-
ganizations themselves came to support Belize’s cause. By 1980
Guatemala was completely without international support for its ter-
ritorial claim, and the British granted Belize independence in 1981.

Belize at independence was a small country whose economy de-
pended on one crop. Unlike many other newly emerging nations,
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however, Belize was underpopulated in the carly 1990s. The country,
approximately the size of Massachusetts, consists largely of tropical
forest, flat in the north and with a low range of mountains in the
south. Belize has traditionally depended on one crop (forest products
in the 1700s and 1800s; sugar in the mid-1900s) for its economic
livelihood. A collapse in the price of sugar in the 1980s forced the
government to diversify the economy. The growth of tourism and
increased citrus and banana production in the 1990s made the econ-
omy less vulnerable to the price swings of a single commodity.

Ethnic diversity characterized Belizean society. The two largest
groups were the Creoles, an English-speaking group either partly
or wholly of African descent, and Mestizos (see Glossary), the
Hispanic descendants of immigrants from neighboring Spanish-
speaking countries or Hispanicized indigenous groups. Smaller
groups included the Garifuna and the various Maya peoples. The
1980 census showed the population to be about 40 percent Creole
and 33 percent Mestizo. A considerable influx of people from Cen-
tral America shifted these percentages, however, so that the 1991
census showed the Mestizos to be the larger group, a change that
distanced the country from the anglophone Caribbean and made
it increasingly resemble its Hispanic neighbors on the isthmus of
Central America.

The British legacy included a parliamentary democracy based
on the British model, a government headed by the British monarch
but governed by a prime minister named by the lower house of
the bicameral legislature, and an independent judiciary. The con-
stitutional safeguards for citizens’ rights were respected, and the
two elections since independence had seen power alternate between
the country’s two political parties with an absence of irregularities
or political violence. The last election in 1989 saw George Cadle
Price, leader of the PUP, regain the position of prime minister,
a post he had held at the time of independence.

In 1993 Belize faced a number of challenges. The nation endeav-
ored to meet the needs of a growing population with only limited
resources. The makeup of the population itself was changing as
Belizeans became more like their Central American neighbors and
less like the English-speaking Caribbean. Most analysts agreed,
however, that as the twentieth century drew to a close, Belize seemed
well-positioned to deal successfully with the economic and social
changes confronting it.

March 3, 1993
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In the months following completion of research and writing of
this book, significant political developments occurred in Belize. On
May 13, 1993, the British government, saying that it felt its mili-
tary presence in Belize was no longer necessary because resolution
of Guatemala’s long-standing territorial claim seemed imminent,
announced that it would remove most of its troops from Belize
within a year. On June 1, buoyed by overwhelming victories in
by-elections for the Belize City Council and for a vacated parliamen-
tary seat, Prime Minister George Price called for the governor
general to dissolve the National Assembly on June 30 and hold
general elections the following day, fifteen months before the man-
date of his People’s United Party (PUP) was due to expire. The
main opposition party, the United Democratic Party (UDP) headed
by Manuel Esquivel, and the newly formed National Alliance for
Belizean Rights headed by veteran UDP politician Philip Gold-
son announced they would participate in the election. The PUP
was confident of victory because the economy was growing and
the opposition appeared disorganized. The PUP also claimed that
recently passed legislation giving Guatemala access to the Carib-
bean through Belizean territorial waters had finally settled the dis-
pute with Guatemala.

Events in neighboring Guatemala, however, came to dominate
the issues in the Belizean election. On June 2, the Guatemalan mili-
tary removed President Jorge Serrano Elias, who had earlier ac-
cepted Belize’s right to exist and established diplomatic relations
with Belize. Later in June, the Guatemalan military announced
plans to impeach Serrano in absentia for his accord with Belize.

In its election campaign, the UDP seized on many Belizeans’
fears of renewed Guatemalan territorial claims, the consequence
of the British troop withdrawal, and resentment by Creoles over
the growing hispanicization of the country. Esquivel accused Price’s
administration of making too many concessions to Guatemala to
obtain a settlement to the dispute and promised to suspend the legis-
lation granting Guatemala access to the Caribbean. The UDP also
charged that the PUP had not fought hard enough to keep the Brit-
ish garrison in Belize and promised to reopen talks to maintain
a British presence if it were brought to power. In addition, the UDP
accused the PUP of having alluived too many Spanish-speaking
refugees into Belize (the 1991 cen s revealed that for the first time
there were more Mestizos than Credles in the country) and then
catering to the Spanish-speaking vote.

These campaign charges, along with attacks on the PUP as be-
ing corrupt and secretly planning to devalue the Belizean dollar,
resulted in a surprise victory for the UDP on July 1. Although the
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PUP won a slim majority of the total votes cast, the UDP won six-
tecn of the twenty-nine seats in the National Assembly. The UDP
victory for several seats was razor-thin (six of the seats were won
with a majority of five or fewer votes), and several recounts were
held. Results of the sixteen-seat victory for the UDP were con-
firmed, however, and on July 5, Manuel Esquivel was sworn in
as Belize’s new prime minister.

July 12, 1993 Tim L. Merrill
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Guyana and Belize: Country Studies
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Guyana: Country Profile

Country

Formal Name: Cooperative Republic of Guyana.
Short Form: Guyana.

Term for Citizens: Guyanese.

Capital: Georgetown.

Independence: May 26, 1966, from Britain.

NOTE~—The Country Profile contains u:pdated information as available.
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Geography

Size: Approximately 215,000 squarc kilometers. Land area about
197,000 square kilometers.

Topography: Three major regions: the coastal plain comprising
only 5 percent of land area but with 90 percent of population; the
white sand belt inland from coastal plain with hardwood forest and
most of Guyana’s mineral deposits; and interior highlands, larg-
est and southernmost of three regions consisting of mountains, high
plateaus, and savannahs.

Climate: Tropical with uniformly high temperatures and humid-
ity, modified slightly by trade winds along coast. Summer rainy
season countrywide and second rainy season in coastal areas.

Society

Population: Estimated at 764,000 in 1990. Rate of annual growth
estimated at 1.9 percent in 1990s.

Ethnic Groups: In the 1980s, 5! percent of the population Indo-
Guyanese (descended from immigrants from India), 42 percent
Afro-Guyanese (of African or partial African descent), 4 percent
Amerindian (descended from indigenous population), and less than
3 percent European or Chinese.

Language: English official language and spoken by almost all
Guyanese. Some Amerindian languages spoken, as well as Por-
tuguese near Brazilian border.

Religion: In 1990 about 52 percent of population Christian, 34
percent Hindu, and 9 percent Muslim. Christians primarily Afro-
Guyanese; Hindus and Muslims primarily Indo-Guyanese. Two-
thirds of Christians Protestant, one-third Roman Catholic.

Education and Literacy: Approximately 96 percent of adult popu-
lation considered literate in the 1990s. Public education system in-
cluded two years of preschool, six years of basic education
(compulsory), five years of secondary education, four years of
university education, and several master’s degree programs. One
university—University of Guyana.

Health: Malnutrition increased in 1980s. Malaria most serious
disease. Medical facilities and potable water inadequate, espe-
cially in rural areas. In 1988 infant mortality rate 43.9 per 1,000
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live births; life expectancy sixty-six years.

Economy

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): In 1990 US$275 million, or
US$369 per capita, one of lowest in the Western Hemisphere.

Agriculture: Most important sector of economy, accounting for
30 yercent of GDP in 1989. Sugar and rice most important crops.

Mining: One of largest bauxite reserves in the world. Nationali-
zation of the industry and labor disputes have hampered mining
operations and refining of bauxite into alumina; in 1991 Guyana
exported only small amounts of unprocessed bauxite ore. Unknown
reserves of gold and diamonds.

Manufacturing: Small sector consisting of food processing, mineral
processing, textiles, ceramics, and pharmaceuticals.

Exports: US$204 million in 1990. Major commodities: sugar,
bauxite, shrimp, rice, and gold.

Imports: US$250 million in 1990. Primarily fuel, machinery, and
consumer goods.

Debt: US$1.96 billion (Dec. 1990)

Currency: Guyanese dollar {(G$) divided into 100 cents. G$ repeat-
edly devalued in 1980s; official exchange rate dropped from
US$1 =G$4.252 in 1985 to US$1 = G§$10 in 1987. In April 1989,
official exchange rate US$1 = G$33. As of December 1992, offi-
cial rate US$1 = G$125, with adjustments made weekly.

Fiscal Year: Calendar year.

Transportation and Communications
Railroads: None.

Roads: 7,200 kilometers total in 1993; about 700 kilometers paved,
5,000 kilometers gravel, and rest carthen.

Inland waterways: Only lower reaches of Berbice, Demerara, and
Essequibo rivers navigable.

Ports: Georgetown only significant port. New Amsterdain in east
minor port.

Airports: Timehri, south of Georgetown, Guyana's only interna-
tional airport.
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Communications: Underdeveloped network with oniy 27,000 tele-
phones in 1983, or 3.3 per 100 inhabitants. Rudimentary broad-
cast facilities with three television stations, three AM radio, and
three FM radio stations in 1993.

Government and Politics

Government: Parliamentary-style government based on modified
British model. Head of state executive president chosen by fifty-
three-member unicameral National Assembly. Judicial system based
on English common law.

Politics: Two major parties whose constituents predominantly from
one of Guyana's two largest ethnic groups. The People’s National
Congress (PNC), headed by Hugh Desmond Hoyte, largely Afro-
Guyanese; the People’s Progressive Party (PPP), headed by Cheddi
Jagan, mostly Indo-Guyanese. The PNC held power from indepen-
dence in 1966 until 1992 by manipulation of electoral process and
racial politics. The PPP assumed power in October 1992 elections.

International Organizations: Member of United Nations and its
specialized agencies, Nonaligned Movement, Commonwealth of
Nations, Organization of American States, and Caribbean Com-
munity and Common Market.

National Security

Armed Forces: In 1991 armed forces included 1,700-member
Guyanese Defence Force (GDF), unified service with ground, naval,
and air elements; 2,000-member National Guord Service, reserve
unit; and two paramilitary organizations: 2,000-member Peoples’s
Militia and 1,500-member Guyana National Service.

Army: Ground forces organized into two infantry battalions, one
guard battalion, one Special Forces battalion, one support weapons
battalion, one artillery battery, and one engineer company.

Maritime Corps: Naval clement of GDF consisted of four patrol
craft and 100 personnel based in Georgetown and New Amsterdam.

Air Command: Air eleinent of GDF consisted of 200 personnel
with five aircraft and five helicopters based at Timehri Airport.

Equipment: Most weaponry supplied by Britain, the Soviet Union,
and the United States. Some naval craft acquired from North
Korea.
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Defense Budget: US$5.5 million in 1989, about 6 percent of GDP.

Internal Security Forces: National police, the Guyana Police
Force, with about 5,000 members.
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MORE THAN TWENTY-FIVE YEARS after gaining indepen- ‘
dence, Guyana retained the clear imprint of its colonial past. Sighted
by Columbus during his third voyage, the area was virtually ig-
nored by later Spanish explorers and conquistadors. The first Eu-
ropean settlers were the Dutch, who established a trading post in
1616. The naiive Carib and Awarak peoples were killed by dis-
ease or conflict over the land or forced into the interior. The Dutch,
realizing the agricultural potential of the swampy coast, drained
r the land with a network of dikes and canals. In the 1700s, the three
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Dutch colonies in present-day Guyana grew and prospered with

plantation economies based on sugarcane and slave labor. Increas-

ing numbers of British settlers were also drawn to the area in the
l second half of the eighteenth century. Dutch rule ended in 1814
' when the colonies were awarded to Britain following the Napoleonic
wars.

Much of British rule in the 1800s was simply a continuation of
the policies of the Dutch. Consolidated into one colony—British
Guiana—in 1831, the s.gar-based economy continued to expand,
and when emancipation was completed in 1838 other ethnic groups,
most notably from India, were imported to work the plantations.
The 1900s saw an increased political awareness of the varied eth-
nic groups and a slow transfcr of political power from the old plan-
tocracy and colonial administration to the Afro-Guyanese and the !
Indo-Guyanese. Amid growing polarization between these two
groups, self-government was granted in the 1950s. Political con-
flict between the Afro-Guyanese and the Indo-Guyanese, some-
times marked with violence, caused the British to delay
independence until 1966. Since independence, two characteristics
have dominated Guyanese society and politics: the presence of
strong political personalities (Cheddi Jagan, Linden Forbes Burn-
ham, and Hugh Desmond Hoyte) and ethnic and racial divisions
based on mutual suspicion and manipulation by these strong per-
sonalities.

Ideology played a large part in the newly independent coun-
try’s approach to economic development. The initial selection of
a Marxist-Leninist economic system was motivated by a desire
to break with the capitalist past. But authoritarian ruie by one
dominant political personality and continued ethnic tension under-
mined the crafting of a coherent or pragmatic development stra-
tegy. Independent Guyana’s history under its first prime minister,
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! i Forbes Burnham, is one of political confrontation and prolonged
economic decline. Desmond Hoyte’s tenure appeared to repre-
sent a departure from the economic and authoritarian policies
of his predecessor, but in 1991 it was unclear if the historical pat-
terns of personal political dominance and ethnic tension could be

changed.
The Early Years

The first humans to reach Guyana belonged to the group of peo-
ples that crossed into North America from Asia perhaps as much
as 35,000 years ago. These first inhabitants were nomads who slowly
spread south into Central America and South America. Although
great civilizations later arose in the Americas, the structure of
Amerindian society in the Guianas remained relatively simple. At
the time of Christopher Columbus’s voyages, Guyana’s inhabi-

i tants were divided into two groups, the Arawak along the coast
and the Carib in the interior. One of the legacies of the indigenous
peoples was the word Guiana, often used to describe the region en-
compassing modern Guyana as well as Suriname (former Dutch
Guiana) and French Guiana. The word, which means ‘‘land of
waters,’’ is highly appropriate, considering the area’s multitude
of rivers and streams.

Historians speculate that the Arawak and Carib originated in
the South American hinterland and migrated northward, first to
the present-day Guianas and then to the Caribbean islands. The
peaceful Arawak, mainly cultivators, hunters, and fishermen,
migrated to the Caribbean islands before the Carib and settled
throughout the region. The tranquility of Arawak society was dis-
rupted by the arrival of the bellicose Carib from the South Ameri-
can ii.terior. Carib warlike behavior and violent movement north
made an impact still discussed today. By the end of the fifteenth
century, the Carib had displaced the Arawak throughout the is-

f lands of the Lesser Antilles (see Glossary). The Carb settlement
of the Lesser Antilles also affected Guyana's future development.
The Spanish explorers and settlers who camme after Columbus found
that the Arawak proved easier to conquer than the Carib, who
fought hard to maintain their freedom. This fierce resistance, along
with a lack of gold in the Lesser Antilles, contributed to the Span-
ish emphasis on conquest and settlement of the Greater Antilles
and the mainland. Only a weak Spanish effort was made at con-
solidating Spain’s authority in the Lesser Antilles (with the argu-
able exception of Trinidad) and the Guianas.
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Kaeteur Falls on the Potaro River. Its 226-meter perpendicular drop is one
of the world’s most spectacular.
Courlesy Embassy of Guyana, Washinglon
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The Coming of the Europeans

Although Columbus sighted the Guyanese coast in 1498, dur-
ing his third voyage to the Americas, the Dutch were the first Eu-
ropeans to settle what is now Guyana. The Netherlands had
obtained independence from Spain in the late 1500s and by the
early 1600s had emerged as a major commercial power, trading
with the fledgling English and French colonies in the Lesser An-
tilles. In 1616 the Dutch established the first European settlement
in the area of Guyana, a trading post twenty-five kilometers up-
stream from the mouth of the Essequibo River. Other settlements
followed, usually a few kilometers inland on the larger rivers. The
initial purpose of the Dutch settlements was trade with the in-
digenous people. The Dutch aim soon changed to acquisition of
territory as other European powers gained colonies elsewhere in
the Caribbean. Although Guyana was claimed by the Spanish, who
sent periodic patrols through the region, the Dutch gained control
over the region early in the seventeenth century. Dutch sovereignty
was officially recognized with the signing of the Treaty of Mun-
ster in 1648.

In 1621 the government of the Netherlands gave the newly
formed Dutch West India Company complete control over the
trading post on the Essequibo. This Dutch commercial concern
administered the colony, known as Essequibo, for more than
170 years. The company established u second colony, on the Ber-
bice River southeast of Essequibo, in 1627. Although under the
general jurisdiction of this private group, the settlement, named
Berbice, was governed separately. Demerara, situated between Es-
sequibo and Berbice, was settled in 1741 and emerged in 1773 as
a separate colony under direct control of the Dutch West India
Company.

Although the Dutch colonizers initially were motivated by the
prospect of trade in the Caribbean, their possessions became sig-
nificant producers of crops. The growing importance of agricul-
ture was indicated by the export of 15,000 kilograms of tobacco
from Essequibo in 1623. But as the agricultural productivity of the
Dutch colonies increased, a labor shortage emerged. The indigenous
populations were poorly adapted for work on plantations, and many
people died from diseases introduced by the Europeans. The Dutch
West India Compaiiy turned to the importation of African slaves,
who rapidly became a key element in the colonial economy. By
the 1660s, the slave population numbered about 2,500; the num-
ber of indigenous people was estimated at 50,000, most of whom
had retreated into the vast hinterland. Although African slaves were
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considered an essential element of the colonial economy, their work-
ing conditions were brutal. The mortality rate was high, and the
dismal conditions led to more than half a dozen slave rebellions.

The most famous slave uprising hegan in February 1763. On
two plantations on the Canje River in Berbice, slaves rebelled, tak-
ing control of the region. As plantation after plantation fell to the
slaves, the European population fled; eventually only half of the
whites who had lived in the colony remained. Led by Cuffy (now
the national hero of Guyana), the rebels came to number about
3,000 and threatened European control over the Guianas. The in-
surgents were defeated with the assistance of troops from ncigh-
boring French and British colonies and from Europe.

One of the most significant Dutch legacies in Guyana was the
method of land management. Settlement and agriculture initially
were limited to a belt of land extending 50 to 150 kilometers up-
river. The marshy coast flooded at high tide and did not appear
conducive to European settlement. The prospect of large profits
for tropical agricultural products, especially sugar, led to the recla-
mation of coastal lands in the second half of the 1700s. The Dutch
were eminently suited to this task, having originated the polder
system, a technique by which a tract of usable land is created by
damming and then draining a water-covered area. Using this sys-
tem, the Dutch created a coastal plain that remains one of Guyana’s
most productive plantation areas.

The polder system entailed the use of a front dam, or facade,
along the shorefront. Thi:. cdam was supported by a back dam of
the same length and two conrecting side dams, which formed a
rectangular tract of land known as a polder. The dams kept the
salt water out, and fresh water was managed by a network of canals
that provided dr: 1age, irrigation, and a system of transportation.
The labor for the *‘polderizatic n'* of Guyana's coast was provided
by the Dutch colony’s African slaves.

Transition to British Rule

Eager to attract more scttlers, in 1746 the Dutch authoritics
opened the area near the Demerara River to British immigrants.
British plantation owners in the Lesser Antilles had been plagued
by poor soil and erosion, and many were lured to the Dutch colo-
nies by richer soils and the promise of landownership. The influx
of British citizens was so great that by 1760 the English constituted
a majority of the population of Demerara. By 1786 the internal
affairs of this Dutch colony were effectively under British control.

As economic growth accelerated in Demerara and Essequibo,
striins began to appear in the relations between the planters and
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the Dutch West India Company. Administrative reforms during
the early 1770s had greatly increased the cost of government. The
company periodically sought to raise taxes to cover these expendi-
tures and thereby provoked the resistance of the planters. In 1781
a war broke out between the Netherlands and Britain, which result-
ed in the British occupation of Berbice, Essequibo, and Denier-
ara, Some months later, France, allied with the Netherlands, seized
control of the colonies. The French governed for two years, dur-
ing which they constructed a new town, Longchamps, at the mouth
of the Demerara River. When the Dutch regained power in 1784,
they moved their colonial capital to Longchamps, which they re-
named Stabroeck. The capital eventually would become known as
Georgetown (sec fig. 1).

The return of Dutch rule reignited the conflict between the
planters of Essequibo and Demerara and the Dutch West India
Company. Disturbed by plans for an increase in the slave tax and
a reduction in their representation on the colony’s judicial and policy
councils, the colonists petitioned the Dutch government to consider
their grievances. In response, a special committee was appointed,
which proceeded to draw up a report called the Concept Plan of
Redress. This document called for far-reaching constitutional re-
forms and later became the basis of the British governmental struc-
ture. The plan proposed a decision-making body to be known as
the Court of Policy. The judiciary was to consist of two courts of
justice, one serving Demerara and the other, Essequibo. The mein-
bership of the Court of Policy and of the courts of justice would
cousist of company officials and planters who owned more than
twenty-five slaves. The Dutch commission that was assigned the
responsibility of implementing this new system of government
returned to the Nethcrlands with extremely unfavorable reports
concerning the Dutch West India Company's administration. The
company’s charter therefore was allowed to expire in 1792, and
the Concept Plan of Redress was put into effect in Demerara and
Essequibo. Renamed the United Colon: of Demerara and Esscq-
uibo, the area then came under the dircct control of the Dutch
government. Berbice maintained its status as a separate colony.

The catalyst for formal British takeover was the French Revo-
lution and the resulting Napoleonic Wars. In 1795 the French oc-
cupied the Netherlands. The British declared war on France and
in 1796 launched an expeditionary force from Barbados to occupy
the Dutch colonies. The British takeover was bloodless, and local
Dutch administration of the colony was left relatively uninterrupted
under the ronstitution provided by the Concept Plan of Redress.
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Both Berbice and the United Colony of Demerara and Essequi-
bo were under British control from 1796 to 1802. R+ means of the
Treaty of Amicns, both were returned to Dutch cor.col. Peace was
short-lived, however. War between Britain and France resumed
in less than a year, and the United Colony and Berbice were seized
once more by British troops. At the London Convention of 1814,
both colonies were formally ceded to Britain. In 1831 Berbice and
the United Colony of Demerara and Essequibo were unified as Brit-
ish Guiana. The colony would remain under British control until
independence in 1966.

The Early British Colony and the Labor Problem

Political, economic, and social life in the 1800s was dominated
by a European planter class. Although the smallest group in terms
of numbers, members of the plantocracy had links to British com-
mercial interests in London and often enjoyed close ties to the gover-
nor, who was appointed by the monarch. The plantocracy also
controlled exports and the working conditions of the majority of
the population. The next social stratum consisted of a small num-
ber of freed slaves, many of mixed African and European heritage,
in addition to some Portuguese merchants. At the lowest level of
society was the majority, the African slaves who lived and worked
in the countryside, where the plantations were located. Unconnected
to colonial life, small groups of Amenindians lived in the hinterland.

Colonial life was changed radically by the demise of slavery.
Although the international slave trade was abolished in the British
Empire in 1807, slavery itself continued. However, the momen-
tum for abolition remained, and by 1838 total emancipation had
been effected. The end of slavery had several ramifications. Most
significantly, many former slaves rapidly departed the plantations.
Some ex-slaves moved to towns and villages, feeling that field labor
was degrading and inconsistent with freedom, but others pooled
their resources to purchase the abandoned estates of their former
masters and created village communities. Establishing small set-
tlements provided the new Afro-Guyanese communities an oppor-
tunity to grow and sell food, an extension of a practice under which
slaves had been allowed to keep the money that came from the sale
of any surplus produce. The emergence of an independent-minded
Afro-Guyanese peasant class, however, threatened the planters’ po-
litical power, inasmuch as the planters no longer held a near-
monopoly on the colony’s economic activity.

Emancipation also resulted in the introduction of new ethnic and
cultural groups into British Guiana. The departure of the Airo-
Guyanese from the sugar plantations soon led to labor shortages.

9
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Guyana and Belize: Country Studies

After unsuccessful attempts throughout the 1800s to attract Por-
tuguese workers from Madeira, the estate owners were again left
with an inadequate supply of labor. The Portuguese had not taken
to plantation work and soon moved into other parts of the econo-
my, especially retail business, where they became competitors with
the new Afro-Guyanese middle class. Soms 14,000 Chinese came
to the colony between 1853 and 1912. Like their Portuguese
predecessors, the Chinese forsook the plantations for the retail trades
and soon became assimilated into society.

Concerned about the plantations’ shrinking labor pool and the
potential decline of the sugar sector, British authorities, like their
counterparts in Dutch Guiana, began to contract for the services
of poorly paid indentured workers from India. The East Indians,
as this group was known locally, signed on for a certain number
of years, after which, in theory, they would return to India with
their savings from working in the sugar fields. The introduction
of indentured East Indiar: workers alleviated the labor shortage and
added another group to Guyana’s ethnic mix.

Origins of the Border Dispute with Venezuela

When Britain gained formal control over what is now Guyana
in 1814, it also became involved in one of Latin America’s most
persistent border disputes. At the London Convention of 1814, the
Dutch surrendered the United Colony of Demerara and Essequi-
bo and Berbice to the British. Although Spain still claimed the
region, the Spanish did not contest the treaty because they were
preoccupied with their own colonies’ struggles for independence.
In 1835 the British government asked German cxplorer Robert Her-
mann Schomburgk to map British Guiana and mark its bound-
aries. As ordered by the British authorities, Schomburgk began
British Guiana’s western boundary with Venezuela at the mouth
of the Orinoco River. A map of the British colony was published
in 1840. Venezuela protested, claiming the entire area west of the
Essequibo River. Negotiations between Britain and Venezuela over
the boundary began, but the two nations could reach no com-
promise. In 1850 both agreed not to occupy the disputed zone.

The discovery of gold in the contested area in the late 1850s re-
ignited the dispute. British settlers moved into the region, and the
British Guiana Mining Company was formed to mine the deposits.
Over the years, Venezuela made repeated protests and proposed
arbitration, but the British government was uninterested. Venezuela
finally broke diplomatic relations with Britain in 1887 and appealed
to the United States for help. The British at first rebuffed the United
States government’s suggestion of arbitration, but when President
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Grover Cleveland threatened to intervene according to the Mon-
roe Doctrine, Britain agreed to let an international tribunal arbi-
trate the boundary in 1897.

For two years, the tribunal consisting of two Britons, two Ameri-
cans, and a Russian studied the case. Their three-to-two decision,
handed down in 1899, awarded 94 percent of the disputed territo-
ry to British Guiana. Venezuela received only the mouth of the i
Orinoco River and a short stretch of the Atlantic coastline just to
the east. Although Venezuela was unhappy with the decision, a
commission surveyed a new border in accordance with the award,
and both sides accepted the boundary in 1905. The issue was con-
sidered setded for the next half-century (see Relations with Venezue-
la, ch. 4; Guyana-Venezuela Dispute, ch. 5).

Political and Social Awakenings
‘ Nineteenth-Century British Guiana '

The constitution of the British colony favored the white planters. !
Planter political power was based in the Court of Policy and the
two courts of justice, established in the late 1700s under Dutch rule. b :
The Court of Policy had both legislative and administrative func- :
tions and was composed of the governor, three colonial officials,
and four colonists, with the governor presiding. The courts of justice
resolved judicial matters, such as licensing and civil service appoint-
ments, which were brought before them by petition. ;

The Court of Policy and the courts of justice, controlled by the :
plantation owners, constituted the center of power in British Gui-
ana. The colonists who sat on the Court of Policy and the courts
of justice were appointed by the governor from a list of nominees
submitted by two electoral colleges. In turn, the seven members
of each College of Electors were elected for life by those planters
possessing twenty-five or more slaves. Though their power was re-
stricted to norninating colonists to fill vacancies on the three major
governmental councils, these electoral colleges provided a setting {
for political agitation by the planters.

Raising and disbursing revenue were the responsibility of the :
Combined Court, which included members of the Court of Policy f i
and six additional financial representatives appointed by the Col-
lege of Electors. In 1855 the Combined Court also assurned respon- / ‘
sibility for setting the salaries of all government officials. This duty ' :
made the Combined Court a center of intrigues resulting in peri-
odic clashes between the governor and the planters.

Other Guianese began to demand a more representative politi-
cal system in the 1800s. By the late 1880s, pressure from the new
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Afro-Guyanese middle class was building for constitutional reform.
In particular, there were calls to convert the Court of Policy into
an assembly with ten elected members, to ease voter qualifications,
and to abolish the College of Electors. Reforms were resisted by
the planters, led by Henry K. Davson, owner of a large planta-
tions. In London the planters had allies in the West India Com-
mittee and also in the West India Association of Glasgow, both
presided over by proprietors with major interests in British Guiana.

Constitutional revisions in 1891 incorporated some of the changes
demanded by the reformers. The planters lost political influence
with the abolition of the College of Electors and the relaxation of
voter qualifications. At the same time, the Court of Policy was en-
larged to sixteen members; eight of these were to be elected mem-
bers whose power would be balanced by that of eight appointed
members. The Combined Court also continued, consisting, as
previously, of the Court of Policy and six financia! representatives
who were now elected. To ensure that there would be no shift of
power to clected officials, the governor remained the head of the
Court of Policy; the executive duties of the Court of Policy were
transferred to a new Executive Council, which the governor and
planters dominated. The 1891 revisions were a great disappoint-
ment to the colony's reformers. As a result of the election of 1892,
the membership of the new Combined Court was almost identical
to that of the previous one.

The next three decades saw additional, although minor, politi-
cal changes. In 1897 the secret ballot was introduced. A reform
in 1909 expanded the limited British Guiana electorate, and for
the first time, Afro-Guyanese constituted a majority of the eligible
voters.

Political changes were accompanied by social change and jock-
eying by various ethnic groups for increased power. The British
and Dutch planters refused to accept the Portuguese as equals and
sought to maintain their status as aliens with no rights in the colo-
ny, especially voting rights. The political tensions led the Portuguese
to establish the Reform Association. After the anti-Portuguese
riots of 1889, the Portuguese recognized the need to work with other
disenfranchised elements of society, in particular the Afro-Guya-
nese. By the turn of the century, organizations including the Reform
Association and the Reform Club began to demand greater par-
ticipation in the colony’s affairs. These organizations were largely
the instruments of a small but articulate emerging middle class.
Although the new middle class sympathized with the working class,
the middle-class political groups were hardly representative of a
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national political or social movement. Indeed, working-class
grievances were usually expressed in the form of riots.

Political and Social Changes in the 1900s

The 1905 Ruimveldt Riots rocked British Guiana. The severity
of these outbursts reflected the workers’ widespread dissatification
with their standard of living The uprising began in late Ncvem-
ber 1905 when the Georgetown stevedores went on strike, demand-
ing higher wages. The strike grew confrontational, and other
workers struck in sympathy, creating the country’s first urban-rural
worker alliance. On November 30, crowds of people took to the
streets of Georgetown, and by December 1, 1905, now referred
to as Black Friday, the situation had spun out of control. At the
Plantation Ruimveldt. close to Georgetown, a large crowd of porters
refused to disperse when ordered to do so by a police patrol and
a detachment of artillery. The colonial authorities opencd fire, and
four workers were seriously injured.

Word of the shootings spread rapidly throughout Georgetown,
and hostile crowds began roaming the citv, taking over a number
of buildings. By the end of the day, seven people were dead and
seventeen badly injured. In a panic, the British administration cailed
for help. Britain sent troops, who finally quelled the uprising.
Although the stevedores’ strike failed, the riots had planted the seeds
of what would become an organized trade union movement.

Even though World War I was fought far beyvond the borders
of British Guiana, the war altered society. The Afro-Guyanese who
joined the British military became the nucleus of an elite Afro-
Guyanese community upon their return. World War [ also led to
the end of East Indian indentured service. British concerns over
political stability in India and criticism by Indian nationalists that
the program was a form of human bondage caused the British
government to outlaw indentured labor in 1917.

In the closing years of World War I, the colony’s first trade
union was formed. The British Guiana Labour Union (BGLU)
was established in 1917 under the leadership of H.N. Critchlow.
Formed in the face of widespread business opposition, the BGLU
at first mostly represented Afro-Guyanese dockworkers. Its mem-
bership stood around 13,000 by 1920, and it was granted legal status
in 1921 under the Trades Union Ordinance. Although recogni-
tion of other unions would not come until 1939, the BGLU was
an indication that the working class was becoming politically aware
and more concerned with its rights.

After World War I, new economic interest groups began to clash
with the Combined Court. The country’s economy had come to
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depend less un sugar and nore on rice and bauxite, and preducers
of these new commodities resented the sugar planters’ continued
domination of the Combined Court. Meanwhile, the planters were
feeling the effects of lower sugar prices and wanted the Combined
Court to pruvide the necessary funds for new drainage and irriga-
tion programs.

To stop the bickering and resultant legislative paralysis, in 1928
the British Colonial Office announced a new constitution that would
make British Guiana a crown colony (see Glossary) under tight
control of a governor appointed by the Colonial Office. The Com-
bined Court and the Court of Policy were replaced by a Legisla-
tive Coucil with a majority of appointed members. To middle-class
and working-class political activists, this new constitution represent-
ed a step backward and a victory for the planters. Influence over
the governor, rather than the promotion of a particular public poli-
cy, became the most important issue in any political campaign.

The Great Depression of the 1930s brought economic hardship
to all segments of society. All of the cclony’s major exports—sugar,
rice and bauxite—were affected by low prices, and unemployment
soared. As in the past, the working class found itself lacking a po-
litical voice during a time of worsening economic conditions. By
the mid-1930s, British Guiana and the whole British Caribbean
were marked by labor unrest and violent demonstrations. In the
aftermath of riots throughout the British West Indies, a royal com-
mission under Lord Moyne was established to determine the rea-
sons for the riots and to make recommendations.

In British Guiana, the Moyne Commission questioned a wide
range of people, including trade unionists, Afro-Guyanese profes-
sionals, and representatives of the Indo-Guyanese community. The
commission pointed out the deep division between the country’s
two largest ethnic groups, the Afro-Guyanese and the Indo-
Guyanese. The largest group, the Indo-Guyanese, consisted primar-
ily of rural rice producers or merchants; they had retained the coun-
try’s traditional culture and did not participate in national politics.
The Afro-Guyanese were largely urban workers or bauxite miners;
they had adopted European culture and dominated national polit-
ics. To increase representation of the majority of the population
in British Guiana, the Moyne Commission called for increased
democratization of government as well as economic and social
reforms.

The Moyne Commission report in 1938 was a turning point in
British Guiana. It urged extending the franchise to women and
persons not owning land and encouraged the emerging trade union
movement. Unfortunately, many of the Moyne Commission’s
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The Umana Yana Benab, a traditional meeting place built by the
Wanwai, Georgetown
Courtesy Embassy of Guyana, Washington

recommendations were not immediately implemented because of
the outbreak of the World War I1.

With the fighting far away, the period of World War II in Brit-
ish Guiana was marked by continuing political reform and improve-
ments to the national infrastructure. The reform-minded governor,
Sir Gordon Lethem, reduced property qualifications for officehold-
ing and voting, and made elective members a majority on the Legis-
lative Council in 1943. Under the aegis of the Lend-Lease Act of
1941, a modern air base (now Timehri Airport) was constructed
by United States troops. By the end of World War I, British Gui-
ana’s political system had been widened to encompass more ele-
ments of society, and the economy's foundations had been
strengthened by increased demand for bauxite.

s e b .

The Development of Political Parties

The immediate postwar period witnessed the founding of
Guyana’s major political parties, the People’s Progressive Party
(PPP) and the People’s National Congress (PNC). These years also
saw the beginning of a long and acrimonious struggle between the
country's two dominant political personalities—Cheddi Jagan and
Linden Forbes Burnham.
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The end of World War 11 began a period of worldwide decoloni-
zation. In British Guiana, political awareness and demands for in-
dependence grew in all segments of society. At the same time, the
struggle for political ascendancy between Burnham, the ‘“‘Man on
Horseback’’ of the Afro-Guyanese, and Jagan, the hero of the Indo-
Guyanese masses, left a legacy of racially polarized politics that
remained in place in the 1990s.

Jagan had been born in British Guiana in 1918. His parents were
immigrants from India. His father was a driver, a position consi-
dered to be on the lowest rung of the middle stratum of Guianese
society. Jagan’s childhood gave him a lasting insight into rural
poverty. Despite their poor background, the senior Jagan sent his
son to Queen’s College in Georgetown. After his education there,
Jagan went to the United States to study dentistry, graduating from
Northwestern University in Evanston, lllinois, in 1942.

Jagan returned to British Guiana in October 1943 and was soon
joined by his American wife, the former Janet Rosenberg, who
was to play a significant role in her new country’s political develop-
ment. Although Jagan established his own dentistry clinic, he was
soon enmeshed in politics. After a number of unsuccessful forays in-
to Guiana's political life, Jagan became treasurer of the Manpower
Citizens’ Association (MPCA) in 1945. The MPCA represented
the colony’s sugar workers, many of whom were Indo-Guyanese.
Jagan’s tenure was brief, as he clashed repeatedly with the more
moderate union leadership over policy issues. Despite his depar-
ture from the MPCA a year after joining, the position allowed Ja-
gan to meet other union leaders in British Guiana and throughout
the English-speaking Caribbean.

The springboard for Jagan'’s political career was the Political Af-
fairs Committee (PAC), formed in 1946 as a discussion group. The
new organization published the PAC Bulletin to promote its Marxist
ideology and ideas of liberation and decolonization. The PAC’s
outspoken criticism of the colony’s poor living standards attracted
followers as well as detractors.

In the November 1947 general clections, the PAC put forward
several members as independent candidates. The PAC’s major com-
petitor was the newly formed Labour Party, which, under J.B.
Singh, won six of fourteen seats contested. Jagan won a seat and
briefly joined the Labour Party. But he had difficulties with his
new party’s center-right ideology and soon left its ranks. The
Labour Party’s support of the policies of the British governor and
its inability to create a grass-roots base gradually stripped it of libecal
supporters throughout the country. The Labour Party’s lack of a
clear-cut reform agenda left a vacuum, which Jagan rapidly moved
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to fill. Turmoil on the colony’s sugar plantations gave him an op-
portunity to achieve national standing. After the June 16, 1948,
police shootings of five Indo-Guyanese workers at Enmore, close
to Georgetown, the PAC and the Guiana Industrial Workers’ Un-
ion (GIWU) organized a large and peaceful demonstration, which
clearly enhanced Jagan's standing with the Indo-Guyanese popu-
lation.

Jagan’s next major step was the founding of the People’s Progres-
sive Party (PPP) in January 1950. Using the PAC as a founda-
tion, Jagan created from it a new party that drew support from
both the Afro-Guyanese and Indo-Guyanese communities. To in-
crease support among the Afro-Guyanese, Forbes Burnham was
brought into the party.

Born in 1923, Burnham was the sole son in a family that had
three children. His father was headmaster of Kitty Methodist
Primary School, which was located just outside Georgetown. As
part of the colony’s educated class, young Burnham was exposed
to political viewpoints at an early age. He did exceedingly well in
school and went to London to obtain a law degree. Although not
exposed to childhood poverty as was Jagan, Burnham was acutely
aware of racial discrimination.

The social strata of the urban Afro-Guyanese community of the
1930s and 1940s included a mulatto or *‘coloured’’ elite, a black
professional middle class, and, at the bottom, the black working
class. Unemployment in the 1930s was high. When war broke out
in 1939, many Afro-Guyanese joined the military, hoping to gain
new job skills and escape poverty. When they returned home from
the war, however, jobs were still scarce and discrimination was still
a part of life. By the time of Burnham’s arrival on the political
stage in the late 1940s, the Afro-Guyanese community was ready
for a leader.

The PPP’s initial leadership was multiethnic and left of center,
but hardly revolutionary. Jagan became the leader of the PPP’s
parliamentary group, and Burnham assumed the responsibilities
of party chairman. Other key party members included Janet Ja-
gan and Ashton Chase, both PAC veterans. The new party’s first
victory came in the 1950 municipal eiections, in which Janet Ja-
gan won a seat. Cheddi Jagan and Burnham failed to win seats,
but Burnham’s campaign made a favorable impression on many
urban Afro-Guyanese.

From its first victory in the 1950 municipal clection, the PPP
gathered momentum. However, the party’s often strident anti-
capitalist and socialist message made the British government un-
casy. Colonial officials showed their displcasure with the PPP in
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1952 when, on a regional tour, the Jagans were designated pro-
hibited immigrants in Trinidad and Grenada.

A British commission in 1950 recommended universal adult
suffrage and the adoption of a ministerial system for British Gui-
ana. The commission also recommended that power be concen-
trated in the executive branch, that is, the office of the governor.
These reforms presented British Guiana’s parties with an oppor-
tunity to participate in national elections and form a government,
but maintained power in the hands of the British-appointed chief
executive. This arrangement rankled the PPP, which saw it as an
attempt to curtail the party’s political power.

Preindependence Government, 1953-66
The PPP’s First Government, 1953

Once the new constitution was adopted, elections were set for
1953. The PPP’s coalition of lower-class Afro-Guyanese and rural
Indo-Guyanese workers, together with clements of both ethnic
groups’ middle sectors, made for a formidable constituency. Con-
servatives branded the PPP as communist, but the party cam-
paigned on a center-left platform and appealed to a growing
nationalism. The other major party participating in the election,
the National Democratic Party (NDP), was a spin-off of the League
of Coloured People and was largely an Afro-Guyanese middle-class
organization, sprinkled with middle-class Portuguese and Indo-
Guyanese. The NDP, together with the poorly organized United
Farmers and Workers Party and the United National Party, was
soundly defeated by the PPP. Final results gave the PPP eighteen
of twenty-four seats compared with the NDP’s two seats and four
seats for independents.

The PPP’s first administration was brief. The legislature opened
on May 30, 1953. Already suspicious of Jagan and the PPP’s
radicalism, conservative forces in the business community were fur-
ther distressed by the new administration’s program of expand-
ing the role of the state in the economy and society. The PPP also
sought to implement its reform program at a rapid pace, which
brought the party into confrontation with the governor and with
high-ranking civil servants who preferred more gradual change.
The issue of civil service appointments also threatened the PPP,
in this case from within. Following the 1953 victory, these appoint-
ments became an issue between the predominantly Indo-Guyanese
supporters of Jagan and the largely Afro-Guyanese backers of Burn-
ham. Burnham threatened to split the party if he were not made
sole leader of the PPP. A compromise was reached by which
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members of what had become Burnham’s faction received minis-
terial appointments.

The PPP’s introduction of the Labour Relations Act provoked
a confrontation with the British. This law ostensibly was aimed
at reducing intraunion rivalries, but would have favored the GIWU,
which was closely aligned with the ruling party. The opposition
charged that the PPP was seeking to gain control over the colo-
ny’s economic and social life and was moving to stifle the opposi-
tion. The day the act was introduced to the legislature, the GIWU
went on strike in support of the proposed law. The British govern-
ment interpreted this intermingling of party politics and labor
unionism as a direct challenge to the constitution and the authori-
ty of the governor. The day after the act was passed, on October
9, 1953, London suspended the colony’s constitution and, under
pretext of quelling disturbances, sent in troops.

The Interim Government, 1953-57

Following the suspension of the constitution. British Guiana was
governed by an interim administration consisting of small group
of conservative politicians, businessmen, and civil servants that
lasted until 1957. Order in the colonial government masked a grow-
ing rift in the country’s main political party as the personal con-
flict between the PPP’s Jagan and Burnham widened into a bitter
dispute. In 1955 Jagan and Burnham formed rival wings of the
PPP. Support for each leader was largely, but not totally, along
ethnic lines. J.B. Lachmansingh, a leading Indo-Guyanese and head
of the GIWU, supported Burnham, whereas Jagan retained the
loyalty of a number of leading Afro-Guyanese radicals, such as Syd-
ney King. Burnham’s wing of the PPP moved to the right, leaving
Jagan's wing on the left, where he was regarded with considerable
apprehension by Western governments and the colony’s conser-

vative business groups.
The Second PPP Government, 1957-61, and Racial Politics

The 1957 elections held under a new constitution demonstrated
the extent of the growing ethnic division within the Guianese elec-
torate. The revised constitution provided limited self-government,
primarily through the Legislative Council. Of the council’s twenty-
four delegates, fifteen were clected, six were nominated, and the
remaining three were to be ex officio members from the interim
administration. The two wings of the PPP launched vigorous cam-
paigns, each attempting to prove that it was the legitimate heir to
the original party. Despite denials of such motivation, both fac-
tions made a strong appeal to their respective ethnic constituencies.
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The 1957 elections were convincingly won by Jagan’s PPP fac-
tion. Although his group had a secure parliamentary majority, its
support was drawn more and more from the Indo-Guyanese com-
munity. The faction’s main planks were increasingly identified as
Indo-Guyanese: more rice land, improved union representation
in the sugar industry, and improved business opportunities and
more government posts for Indo-Guyanese. The PPP had abrogated
its claim to being a multiracial party.

Jagan’s veto of British Guiana’s participation in the West In-
dies Federation resulted in the complete loss of Afro-Guyanese sup-
port. In the late 1950s, the British Caribbean colonies had been
actively negotiating establishment of a West Indies Federation. The
PPP had pledged to work for the eventual political union of Brit-
ish Guiana with the Caribbean territorics. The Indo-Guyanese,
who constituted a majority in Guyana, were apprehensive of be-
coming part of a federation in which they would be outnumbered
by people of African descent. Jagan’s veto of the federation caused
his party to lose all significant Afro-Guyanese support.

Burnham learned an important lesson from the 1957 elections.

He could not win if supported only by the lower-class, urban Afro-
Guyanese. He needed middle-class allies, especially those Afro-
Guyanese who backed the moderate United Democratic Party.
From 1957 onward, Burnham worked to create a balance between
maintaining the backing of the more radical Afro-Guyancse lower
classes and gaining the support of the more capitalist middle class.
Clearly, Burnham'’s stated preference for socialisin would not bind
those two groups together against Jagan, an avowed Marxist. The
answer was something more basic—race. Burnham'’s appeals to
race proved highly successful in bridging the schism that divided
the Afro-Guyanese along class lines. This strategy convinced the
powerful Afro-Guyanese middle class to accept a leader who was
more of a radical than they would have preferred to support. At
the same time, it neutralized the objections of the black working
class to entering an alliance with those representing the more moder-
ate interests of the middle classes. Burnham’s move toward the right
was accomplished with the merger of his PPP faction and the United
Democratic Party into a new organization, the People’s National
Congress (PNC).

Following the 1957 elections, Jagan rapidly consolidated his hold
on the Indo-Guyanese community. Though candid in expressing his
admiration for Josef Stalin, Mao Zedong, and, later, Fidel Castro
Ruz, jagan in power asserted that the PPP’s Marxist-Leninist prin-
ciples must be adapted to Guyana’s own particular circumstances.
Jagan advocated nationalization of foreign holdings, especially in
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the sugar industry. British fears of a communist takeover, however,
caused the British governor to hold Jagan’s more radical policy
initiatives in check.

PPP Reelection and Debacle

The 1961 elections were a bitter contest between the PPP, the i
PNC, and the United Force (UF), a conservative party represent- :
ing big business, the Roman Catholic Church, and Amerindian, '
Chinese, and Portuguese voters. These elections were held under i
yet another new constitution that marked a return to the degree
of self-government that existed briefly in 1953. It introduced a bi- ;
cameral system boasting a wholly elected thirty-five-member Legis- ;
lative Assembly and a thirteen-member Senate to be appointed by
the governor. The post of prime minister was created and was to
be filled by the majority party in the Legislative Assembly. With
the strong support of the Indo-Guyanese population, the PPP again

l won by a substantial margin, gaining twenty seats in the Legisla-
tive Assembly, compared with eleven seats for the PNC and four i
for the UF. Jagan was named prime minister. '

Jagan’s administration became increasingly friendly with com-
munist and leftist regimes; for instance, Jagan refused to observe
the United States embargo on communist Cuba. After discussicns J
between Jagan and Cuban revolutionary Ernesto *‘Che’” Guevara
in 1960 and 1961, Cuba offered British Guiana loans and equip-
ment. In addition, the Jagan administration signed trade agree-
ments with Hungary and the German Democratic Republic (East
Germany).

From 1961 to 1964, Jagan v as confronted with a destabiliza-
tion campaign conducted by the PNC and UF. Riots and demon-
strations against the PPP administration were frequent, and during
disturbances in 1962 and 1963 mobs destroyed part of Georgetown.

Labor violence also increased during the early 1960s. To coun-
ter the MPCA with its link to Burnham, the PPP formed the Gui-

. anese Agricultural Workers Union. This new union’s political
! mandate was to organize the Indo-Guyanese sugarcane field-
workers. The MPCA immediately responded with a one-day strike
; to emphasize its continued control over the sugar workers.

The PPP government responded to the strike in March 1964 by
publishing a new Labour Relations Bill almost identical to the 1953
legislation that had resulted in British intervention. Regarded as
a power play for control over a key labor sector, introduction of
the proposed law prompted protests and rallies throughout the cap-
ital. Riots broke out on April 5; they were followed on April 18
by a general strike. By May 9, the governor was compelled to
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declare a state of emergency. Nevertheless, the strike and violence
continued until July 7, when the Labour Relations Bill was allowed
to lapse without being enacted. To bring an end to the disorder,
the government agreed to consult with union representatives be-
fore introducing similar bills. These disturbances exacerbated ten-
sion and animosity between the two major ethnic communities and
made a reconciliation between Jagan and Burnham an impossibility.

Jagan’s term had not yet ended when another round of labor
unrest rocked the colony. The pro-PPP GIWU, which had become
an umbrellx group of all labor organizations, called on sugar work-
ers to strike in January 1964. To dramatize their case, Jagan led
a march by sugar workers from the interior to Georgetown. This
demonstration ignited outbursts of violence that soon escalated be-
yond the control of the authorities. On May 22, the governor fi-
nally declared another state of emergency. The situation continued
to worsen, and in June the governor assumed full powers, rushed
in British troops to restore order, and proclaimed a moratorium
on all political activity. By the end of the turmoil, 160 people were
dead and more than 1,000 homes had been destroyed.

In an effort to quell the turninoil, the country’s political parties
asked the British goverment to imodify the constitution to provide
for more proportional representation. The colonial secretary pro-
posed a fifty-three-member unicameral legislature. Despite oppo-
sition from the ruling PPP, all reforms were implemented and new
elections set for October 1964.

As Jagan feared, the PPP lost the general elections of 1964, The
politics of apan jhaat, Hindi for ‘‘vote for vour own kind,"" were
becoming entrenched in British Guiana. The PPP wou 46 percent
of the vote and twenty-four seats, which made it the inajority party.
However, the PNC, which won 40 percent of the vote and twenty-
two seats, and the UF, which won 11 percent of the vote and seven
seats, formed a coalition. The socialist PNC. and unabashedly
capitalist UF had joined forces to keep the PPP out of office for
another term. Jagan called the election fraudulent and retu >d to
resign as prime minister. The constitution was amended to allow
the governor to remove Jagan from o” ice. Burnhan became prime
minister on December 14, 1964.

Independence and the Burnham Era
Burnham in Power

In the first year under Burnham, conditions in the colony began
to stabilize. The new coalition administration broke diplomatice ties
with Cuba and implemented policies that favored local investors
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Saint George’s Anglican Church in Georgetown, built in 1889, is one
of the tallest wooden buildings in the world.
Courtesy Embassy of Guyana, Washington

and foreign industry. The colony applied the renewed flow of
Western aid to further development of its infrastructure. A con-
stitutional conference was held in London; the conference set May
26, 1966, as the date for the colony’s independence. By the time
independence was achieved, the country was enjoying economic
growth and relative domestic peace.

The newly independent Guyana at first sought to improve rela-
tions with its neighbors. For instance, in December 1965 the country
had become a charter member of the Caribbean Free Trade As-
sociation (Carifta). Relations with Venezuela were not so placid,
however. In 1962 Venczuela had announced that it was rejecting
the 1899 boundary and would renew its claim to all of Guyana west
of the Essequibo River. In 1966 Venezuela seized the Guyanese
half of Ankoko Island, in the Cuyuni River, and two years later
claimed a strip of sea along Guyana's western coast.

Another challenge to the newly independent government came
at the beginning of January 1969, with the Rupununi Rebellion.
In the Rupununi region in southwest Guyana, along the Venezue-
lan border, white settlers and Amerindians rebelled against the cen-
tral government. Several Guyanese policemen in the area were
killed, and spokesmen for the rebels declared the area independent
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and asked for Venezuelan aid. Troops arrived from Georgetown
within days, and the rebellion was quickly put down. Although
the rebellion was not a large affair, it exposed underlying tensions
in the new state and the Amerindians’ marginalized role in the coun-
try’s political and social life.

The Cooperative Republic

The 1968 clections allowed the PNC to rule without the UF.
The PNC won thirty seats, the PPP nineteen seats, and the UF
four seats. However, many observers claimed the elections were
marred by manipulation and coercion by the PNC. The PPP and
UF were part of Guyana’s political landscape but were ignored as
Burnham began to convert the machinery of state into an instru-
ment of the PNC.

After the 1968 elections, Burnham’s policies became more leftist
as he announced he would lead Guyana to socialism. He consoli-
dated his dominance of domestic policies through gerrymander-
ing, manipulation of the balloting process, and politicalization of
the civil service. A few Indo-Guyanese were coopted into the PNC,
but the ruling party was unquestionably the embodiment of the
Afro-Guyanese political will. Although the Afro-Guyanese mid-
dle class was uneasy with Burnham’s leftist leanings, the PNC re-
mained a shield against Indo-Guyanese dominance. The support
of the Afro-Guyanese community allowed the PNC to bring the
economy under control and to begin organizing the country into
cooperatives.

On February 23, 1970, Guyana declared itself a ‘‘cooperative
republic’’ and cut all ties to the British monarchy. The governor
general was replaced as head of state by a ceremonial president.
Relations with Cuba were improved, and Guyana became a force
in the Nonaligned Movement. In August 1972, Burnham hosted
the Conference of Foreign Ministers of Nonaligned Countries in
Georgetown. He used this opportunity to address the evils of im-
perialism and the need to support African liberation movements
in southern Africa. Burnham also let Cuban troops use Guyana
as a transit point on their way to the war in Angola in the mid-1970s.

In the carly 1970s, electoral fraud became blatant in Guyana.
PNC victories always included overseas voters, who consistently
and overwhelmingly voted for the ruling party. The police and mili-
tary intimidated the Indo-Guyanese. The army was accused of tam-
pering with ballot boxes.

Considered a low point in the democratic process, the 1973 elec-
tions were followed by an amendment to the constitution that
abolished legal appeals to the Privy Council in London. After
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consolidating power on the legal and electorai fronts. Burnham
turned to mobilizing the masses for what was to be Guyana’s cul-
tural revolution. A program of national service was introduced that
placed an emphasis on self-reliance, loosely defined as Guyana’s
population feeding, clothing, and housing itself without outside help.

Government authoritarianism increased in 1974 when Burnham
advanced the ‘' paramountcy of the party.’’ All organs of the state
would be considered agencies of the ruling PNC and subject to its
control. The state and the PNC became interchangeable; PNC ob-
Jjectives were now public policy.

Burnham’s consolidation of power in Guyana was not total; op-
position groups were tolerated within limits. For instance, in 1973
the Working Pecple’s Alliance (WPA) was founded. Opposed to
Burnham’s authoritarianism, the WPA was a multiethnic combi-
nation of politicians and intellectuals that advocated racial harmony,
free elections, and democratic socialism. Although the WPA did
not become an official political party until 1979, it evolved as an
alternative to Burnham’s PNC and Jagan’s PPP.

Jagan’s political career continued to decline in the 1970s. Out-
mancuvered on the parliamentary front, the PPP leader tried
another tactic. In April 1975, the PPP ended its boycott of parlia-
ment with Jagan stating that the PPP’s policy would change from
noncooperation and civil resistance to critical support of the Burn-
ham regime. Soon after, Jagan appeared on the same platform with
Prime Minister Burnham at the celebration of ten years of Guyanese
independence, on May 26, 1976.

Despite Jagan's conciliatory move, Burnham had no intention
of sharing power and continued to secure his position. When over-
tures intended to bring about new elections and PPP participation
in the government were brushed aside, the largely Indo-Guyanese
sugar work force went on a bitter strike. The strike was broken,
and sugar production declined steeply from 1976 to 1977. The PNC
postponed the 1978 elections, opting instead for a referendum to
be held in July 1978, proposing to kecp the incumbent assembly
in power.

The July 1978 national referendum was poorly reccived.
Although the PNC government proudly proclaimed that 71 per-
cent of eligible voters participated and that 97 percent approved
the refecrendum, other estimates put turnout at 10 to 14 percent.
The low turnout was caused in large part by a boycott led by the
PPP, WPA, and other opposition forces.

Burnham's control over Guyana began to weaken when the
Jonestown massacre brought unwanted international attention. In
the 1970s, Jim Jones, leader of the People’s Temple of Christ,
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moved more than 1,000 of his followers from San Francisco to
Jonestown, a utopian agricultural community near Port Kaituma
in western Guyana. The People’s Temple of Christ was regarded
by members of the Guyanese government as a model agricultural
community that shared its vision of settling the hinterland and its
view of cooperative socialism. The fact that the People’s Temple
was well-equipped with openly flaunted weapons hinted that the
community had the approval of members of the PNC’s inner cir-
cle. Complaints of abuse by leaders of the rult prompted United
States congressman Leo Ryan to fly to Guyana to investigate. The
San Francisco-area representative was shot and killed by members
of the People’s Temple as he was boarding an airplane at Port Kai-
tuma to return to Georgetown. Fearing further publicity, Jones
and more than 900 of his followers died in a massive communal
murder and suicide. The November 1978 Jonestown massacre sud-
denly put the Burnham government under intense foreign scrutiny,
especially from the United States. Investigations into the massacre
led to allegations that the Guyanese government had links to the
fanatical cult (see Cults, ch, 2.

Although the bloady inemory of Jonestown faded, Guyanese pol-
itics experienced a violent year in 1979. Some of tliis violence was
directed against the WPA, which had emerged as a vocal critic of
the state and of Burnham in particular. One of the party’s lead-
ers, Walter Rodney, and several professors at the University of
Guyana were arrested on arson charges. The professors were soon
released, and Rodney was granted bail. WPA leaders then or-
ganized the alliance into Guyana's most vocal opposition party.

As 1979 wore on, the level of violence continued to escalate. In
October Minister of Education Vincent Teekah was mysteriously
shot to death. The following year, Rodney was killed by a car bomb.
The PNC government quickly accused Rodney of being a terrorist
who had died at the hands of his own bomb and charged his brother
Donald with being an accomplice. Later investigation implicated
the Guyanese government, however. Rodney was a well-known
leftist, and the circumstances of his dcath damaged Burnham’s im-
age with many leaders and intellectuals in less-developed countries
who earlier had been willing to overlook the authoritarian nature
of his government.

A new constitution was promulgated in 1980 (see Constitution
of 1980, ch. 4). The old ceremonial post of president was abolished,
and the head of governinent became the executive president, chosen,
as the former position of prime minister had been, by the majority
party in the National Assembly. Burnham automatically became
Guyana's first executive president and promised elections later in
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the year. In elections held on December 15, 1980, the PNC claimed
77 percent of the vote and forty-one seats of the popularly elected
seats, plus the ten chosen by the regional councils. The PPP and
UF won ten and two seats, respectively. The WPA refused to par-
ticipate in an electoral contest it regarded as fraudulent. Opposi-
tion claims of electoral fraud were upheld by a team of international
observers headed by Britain’s Lord Avebury.

The economic crisis facing Guyana in the early 1980s deepened
considerably, accompanied by the rapid deterioration of public ser-
vices, infrastructure, and overall quality of life. Blackouts occurred
almost daily, and water services were increasingly unsatisfactory.
The litany of Guyana’s decline included shortages of rice and sugar
(both produced in the country), cooking oil, and kerosene. While
the formal economy sank, the black market economy in Guyana
thrived.

In the midst of this turbulent period, Burnham underwent sur-
gery for a throat ailment. On August 6, 1985, while in the care
of Cuban doctors, Guyana’s first and only leader since indepen-
dence unexpectedly died. An epoch had abruptly ended. Guyana
was suddenly in the post-Burnham era.

From Burnham to Hoyte

Despite concerns that the country was about to fall into a peri-
od of political instability, the transfer of power went smoothly. Vice
President Desmond Hoyte became the new executive president and
leader of the PNC. His initial tasks were threefold: to secure authori-
ty within the PNC and national government, to take the PNC
through the December 1985 elections, and to revitalize the stag-
nant economy.

Hoyte's first two goals were easily accomplished. The new leader
took advantage of factionalism within the PNC to quietly consoli-
date his authority. The December 1985 elections gave the PNC
79 percent of the vote and forty-two of the fifty-three directly elected
seats. Eight of the remaining eleven seats went to the PPP, two
went to the UF, and one to the WPA. Charging fraud, the oppo-
sition boycotted the December 1986 municipal elections. With no
opponents, the PNC won all ninetv-one seats in local government.

Revitalizing the economy proved more difficult. As a first step,
Hoyte gradually moved to embrace the private sector, recognizing
that state control of the economy had failed. Hoyte's administration
lifted all curbs on foreign activity and ownership in 1988.

Although the Hoyte government did not completely abandon the
authoritarianism of the Burnham regime, it did make certain politi-
cal reforms. Hoyte abolished overseas voting and the provisions
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for widespread proxy and postal voting. Independent newspapers
were given greater freedom, and political harassment abated con-
siderably.

In September 1988, Hoyte visited the United States and became
the first Guyanese head of state to meet with his United States coun-
terpart. By October 1988, Hoyte felt strong enough to make pub-
lic his break with the policies of the Burnham administration. In
a nationally televised address on October 11, he focused Guyana's
economic and foreign policies on the West, linking Guyana’s fu-
ture economic development to regional economies and noting that
the strengthening of Guvana’s relations with the United States was
“‘imperative.’’ While these objectives were in contrast to the poli-
cies of the past two decades, it was unclear what the long-term pohi-
tical and economic results would be.

L] L *

Several good books are available on Guyanese history. For the
region’s carly history, see Michel Deveze's Antilles, Guyanes, La Mer
des Caraibes de 1492 d 1789, and Vere T. Daly’s The Making of Guyana.
Walter Rodney's A History of the Guyanese Working People, 1881-1905
is excellent on the colonial period. Four books on the modern period
stand out: Chaitram Singh's Guyana. Politics in a Plantation Society;
Thomas J. Spinner, Jr.’s A Political and Social History of Guyana,
1945-1983; Reynold Burrowes’s The Wild Coast: An Account of Po-
{itics in Guyana, and Henry B. Jeffrey and Colin Baber’s Guyana:
Politics, Economics and Society. (For further information and com-
plete citations, see Bibliography.)
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THE COMPOSITION OF GUYANESE SOCIETY is a reflec-
tion of the country’s colonial past. The colony was creared by Dutch
and British planters who grew sugarcane using the labor of slaves
and indenturcd workers. Ignoring the country’s vast intenor, the
planters constructed dikes and dams that transformed 1he coast into
an arable plain. With the cxception of the indigenous Amerindi-
ans and a few Europeans, the entire population consists of inmported
plantation workers or their descendants.

Guyanese culture developed with the adaptation of the torced
and voluntary immigrants to the customs of the dominant British.
Brought to Guyana as slaves, Africans of diverse backgrounds had
been thrown together under conditions that severcly constrained
their abihity to preserve their respective cultural traditions. in adopt-
ing Christianity and the values of British colonists, the descendants
of the African slaves laid the foundations of today’s Afro-Guyanese
culture. Arriving later and under somewhat more favorable cir-
cumstances, East Indian immigrants were subjected to fewer pres-
sures to assimilate than the Africans had been. As a result, more
of their traditional culture was preserved.

Although the culture of independent Guyana has become more
truly national, the Guvanese people remain divided by ethnic mis-
trust. The Guyanese elite that has emerged to replace the colonial
administration faces the enormous challenge of satisfying the aspi-
rations of the people concerning cconomic dev clopine at and educa-
tional opportunity.

Geography
Terrain

With a land area of approximately 197,000 square kilometers,
Guyana is about the size of Idaho. The country is situated between
12 and 9° north latitude and between 56° and 62° west longitude.
With a 430-kilometer Atlantic coastline on the northeast, Guyana
is bounded by Venezuela on the west, Brazil on the west and sonth,
and Suriname on the east. The land comprises three maim geo-
graphical zones: the coastal plain, the white sand belt, and the in-
terior highlands (see fig. 2).

The coastal plain, which occupies about 5 percent of the coun-
try’s area, is home to more than 90 percent of its inhabitants. The
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Figure 2. Guyana: Topography and Drainage

plain ranges from five to six kilometers wide and extends from the
Courantyne River in the east to the Venczuelan border in the

northwest.
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The coastal plain is made up largely of alluvial mud swept out
to sea by the Amazon River, carried north by ocean currents, and
deposited on thie Guyanese shores. A rich ¢lay of great fertility,
this mud overlays the white sands and clays formed from the ero-
sion of the interior bedrock and carried seaward by the rivers of
Guyana. Because much of the coastal plain floods at high tide, ef-
forts to dam and drain this area have gonc on since the 1700s (sce
The Coming of the Europeans, ch. 1).

Guyana has no well-defined shoreline or sandv beaches. Ap-
proaching the ocean, the land gradually loses elevation until it in-
cludes many areas of marsh and swamp. Seaward from the
vegetation line is a region of mud flats, shallow brown water, and
sandbars. Off New Amsterdam. these tud flats extend almost
twenty-five kilometers. The sandbars and shallow water are a major
impediment to shipping, and incoming vessels must partially un-
load their cargoes offshore in order to reach the docks at Georgetown
and New Amsterdam.

A hine of swamps forms a barrier between the white sandy hills
of the interior and the coastal plain. These swamps, formed when
water was prevented from flowing onto coastal croplands by a se-
ries of dams, serve as reservoirs during periods of drought.

The white sand belt lies south of the coastal zone. This area is
150 to 250 kilometers wide and consists of low sandy hills inter-
spersed with rocky outcroppings. The white sands support a dense
hardwood forest. These sands cannot support crops, and if the trees
are removed erosion Is rapid and severe. Most of Guyana's reserves
of bauxite, gold, and diamonds are found in this region.

The largest of Guyana's three geographical regions is the interior
highlands, a series of plateaus, flat-topped mountains, and savan-
nahs that extend from the white sand belt to the country’s southern
borders. The Pakaraima Mountains dominate the western part of
the interior highlands. In this region are found some of the oldest
sedimentary rocks in the Western Hemisphere. Mount Roraima,
on the Venezuelan border, 1s part of the Pakaraima range and,
at 2,762 meters, is Guyana's tallest peak. Farther south lie the
Kaieteur Plateau, a broad, rocky area about 600 mieters in eleva-
uon; the 1,000-meter high Kanuku Mountains; and the low Acarai
Mountains situated on the southern border with Brazil.

Much of the interior highlands consist of grassland. The largest
expanse of grassland, the Rupununi Savannabh, covers about 15,000
square kilometers in southern Guyana. This savannah also extends
far into Venczuela and Brazil. The part in Guyana is split into
northern and southern regions by the Kanuku Mountains. The
sparse grasses of the savannah i general support only grazing,
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although Amenindian groups cultivate a few areas along the
Rupununi River and in the foothills of the Kanuku Mountains.

Hydrology

Guyana is a water-rich country. The numerous rivers flow inte
the Adantic Ocean, generally in a northward direction. A num-
ber of rivers in the western part of the country, however, flow east-
ward into the Essequibo River, draining the Kaieieur Plateau. The
Essequibo, the country’s major river, runs from the Brazihan border
in the south 10 a wide delta west of Georgetown. The rivers of
eastern Guyana cut across the coastal zone, making cast-west travel
difficult, but they also provide limited water access to the interior.
Waterfalls generally limit water transport to the lower reaches of
cach river. Some of the waterfalls arc spectacular; for exanple,
Kaieteur Falls on the Potaro River drops 226 meters, more than
four times the height of Niagara Falls.

Drainage throughout most of Guyana is poor and river flow slug-
gish because the average gradient of the main rivers is only onc
meter every five kilometers. Swamps and areas of periodic flood-
ing are found in all but the mountainous regions, and all new land
projects require extensive drainage networks before they are suitable
for agricultural use. The average square kilometer on a sugar plan-
tation, for example, has six kilometers of irrigation canals, eight
een kilometers of large drains, and cighteen kilometers of srnall
drains. These canals occupy nearly one-eighth of the surface arca
of the average sugarcane field. Some of the larger estates have more
than 550 kilometers of canals; Guyana itself has a total of more
than 8,000 kilometers. Even Georgetown is below sea level and
must depend on dikes for protection from the Demerara River and
the Adantic Ocean.

Climate

Guvana has a tropteal chmate with alinost umformly high tem-
peratures and humnidity, and much rainfall. Seasonal variauons in
temperature are slight, particularly along the coast. Although the
temperature never gets dangerously high, the combination of heat
and humidity can at times seem oppressive. The entire area s un-
der the influence of the northeast trade winds, and during the mid-
day and afternoon sea breezes bring relicl 1o the coast. Guyana
lies south of the path of Caribbean huryicanes, and none is known
to have hit the country.

Temperatures in Georgetown are quite constant, with an aver-
age high of 32°C and an average low of 24°C in the hottest month
(July). and an average range of 29°C to 23°CC in February, the
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coolest month. The highest temperature ever recorded in the cap-
ital was 34°C and the lowest only 20°C. Humidity averages 70
percent year-round. Locations in the interior, away from the moder-
ating influence of the ocean, experience slightly wider variations
in daily temperature, and nighttime readings as low as 12°C have
been recorded. Humidity in the interior is also shghtly lower. aver-
aging around 60 percent.

Rainfall is heaviest in the northwesi and lightest in the southeast
and interior. Annual averages on the coast near the Venezucelan
border are near 2,500 millimeters, farther east at New Amsterdamn
2,000 rnillimeters, and 1,500 millimeiers in southern Guvana’s
Rupununi Savannah. Areas on the northeast sides of mountains
that catch the trade winds average as much as 3,500 millimeters
of precipitation annually. Although rain falls throughou the year,
about 50 percent of the annual total arrives in the summer rainy
season that extends from May to the end of July along the coast
and from April through September farther inland. Coastal arcas
have a second rainy season from November through January. Rain
generally falls in heavy afternoon showers or thunderstorins. Over-
cast days are rare; most days include four to eight hours of sun-
shine from morning through early alternoon.

Population
Demographic Profile

Guyana's population was counted at 758,619 in the census of
1980 and estimated to be 764,000 m 1990 This slow growth was
n sharp contrast to the decades toltowing World War 11, when the
population rose from 375,000 in 1946 o 700,000 in 1970. The
natural increase in population in 1990 was 1.9 percent: this growth
was almost completely negated. however, by the large numbers
of Guyanese who emigrated. The populaion was refatively voung,
with 37 percent under fifteen years ol age in 1985 (see fig. 3).

Guyana's birthrate, which averaged thinty-two live births per
1,000 residents in the two decades prior to 1940 jumped to an ex-
ceptionally high forty live births per 1,000 in the two decades after
1940. The rate began to drop after 1960 and by 1990 had fallen
to twenty-five live births per 1.000.

Elforts to control inalana and to improve sanitation in the 1940s
resulted in a dramatic decrease in inlant inortality and in the overall
death rate. In the 1930s, the infant mortality rate was 149 for every
1,000 hve births. By 1946 this rate had dropped to cighty-seven
per 1,000, and in 1990 it stood at thirty deaths per 1,000 live births.
Statistics on the general death rare mirror the deeline in the infant
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Source: Based on ntormation from Federal Republie of Germany, Statistisches Bundesamr,
Landerbericht Guyana, 1947, Wicsbaden, 1987, 17

Figure 3. Guyana: Estimated Population by Age and Sex, 1945

mortality rate. The death rate (including infant imortahty) in 1944
was twenty-two per 1,000 residents; in 1963, eight per 1,000; and
in 1990, five per 1,000, one of the lowest rates in the Western
Hemisphere.

Indo-Guyanese woinen had a higher birthrate than Afro-Guva-
nese women in the vears after World War 1. However, by the carly
19605 the fertility rate for Indo-Guyanese women had begun to drop.
Statistics for the 1980s showed Indo-Guyanese women narrving at
a later age and having fewer children than had been customary in
the 1950s. By the 1990s, the difference in birthrates between Indo-
Guyanese and Afro-Guyanese women had disappeared.

A general decline in fertility rates among women in all cth-

nic groups was attributed to the increased availability and use of
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contraceptives. In 1975 the Guyana Fertility Survey found that 57
percent of women who had been married had used contraceptives
at some time and that about 40 percent currently were using them.
This high rate of contraceptive use was maintained in the absence
of public or private family-planning campaigns.

Ethnic Composition

Ethnic diversity is one of the most significant characteristics of
the Guyanese population (see table 2, Appendix A). As of 1980,
Guyanese of East Indian descent (Indo-Guyanese) constituted 51
percent of the total population. Guyanese wholly of African de-
scent made up 31 percent of the population. Those listed as of mixed
ancestry constituted 12 percent. Since the mixed-ancestry category
comprised individuals of partial African ancestry who were usually
included in the Afro-Guyanese community, the Afro-Guyanese pop-
ulation in effect constituted 42 percent of the total population. The
remainder of the population was composed of Amerindians (4 per-
cent) and individuals of European or Asizn descent (3 percent).

A higher growth rate for the Indo-Guyanese population in the
post-World War II period resulted in a change in the ethnic com-
position of Guyanese society. The Indo-Guyanese population grew
from 43 percent of the total in 1946 to a majority—51 percent—in
1980. During the same period, the Afro-Guyanese proportion of
the population decreased from 49 percent to 42 percent. Although
the small European (mostly Portuguese) and Asian (almost entirely
Chinese) sectors continued to grow in absolute numbers after World
War II, they represented a decreasing proportion of the population.

Population Distribution and Settlement Patterns

Statistics indicate that Guyana is one of the most lightly popu-
lated countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. The World
Bank (see Glossary) estimated that there were four people per square
kilometer in Guyana in 1988, far fewer than the average of twenty
people per square kilometer for all of Latin America. However,
more than 90 percent of Guyana’s population lived along the coast,
on a strip constituting only 5 percent of the country’s total land
area. A more useful figurc is the population density per square
kilometer of agricultural land, which was estimated at forty-six in
1988. In Latin America as a whole, the average population densi-
ty on agricultural land was fifty-five per square kilometer.

More than 70 percent of Guyana’s coastal population is rural,
living on plantations or in villages strung along the coastal road.
The villages range in size from several hundred to several thou-
sand inhabitants. The layout of the villages is dictated by the
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drainage and irrigation systems of the plantations, both active and
abandoned. The villages are most heavily concentrated along the
estuary of the Demerara River and the eastern environs of George-
town, near the mouth of the Berbice River close to New Amster-
dam, and along the extreme east coast near the Courantyne River
(see table 3, Appendix A).

The pattern of population distribution in Guyana is a product
of nineteenth-century economic development, which was based on
the cultivation of sugarcane (see The Early British Colony and the
Labor Problem, ch. 1). Because the swampy coast was fertile and
sugar production was geared to export, the large sugar estates con-
fined their operations to a narrow coastal strip. Most of the vil-
lages had ethnically diverse populations, but usually one ethnic
group predominated. The urban population was predominantly
African, but it would be misleading to suggest that all Afro-
Guyanese were urban. Indeed, the majority of the Afro-Guyanese
population was rural. A far greater majority of Indo-Guyanese,
however, lived outside the citics. The interior of the country was
left mainly to the Amerindians. Even the later exploitation of tim-
ber, bauxite, and manganese in the interior failed to effect any size-
able migration.

Urban Population

Guyana remained a primarily rural country in 1991. The only
significant urban area, the capital city of Georgetown, was home
to more than 80 percent of the urban population. The smaller towns
served priumarily as regional distribution centers. Georgetcwn had
an estimated population of 195,000 in 1985 and an annual growth
rate of 6.6 percent. Linden, the country’s second largest town with
a population of 30,000, was a bauxite mining complex on the Dem-
erara River. The port of New Amsterdam in eastern Guyana had
a population of about 20,000.

The proportion of the population living in urban areas increased
only slightly between 1960, when it was 29 percent, and 1980, when
it was 30.5 percent. By 1985, 32.2 percent of the population was
living in urban areas.

Emigration

Guyanese statistics indicated an average of 6,080 declared
emigrants a year between 1969 and 1976, increasing to an aver-
age of 14,400 between 1976 and 1981. Figures for 1976 showed
43 ,.ercent of the emigrants going to the United Statcs, 31 percent
to Canada, 10 percent to Britain, and 9 percent to the Caribbean.
Deteriorating economic conditions caused emigration to increase
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Aenial view of the low-lying coast with its Dutch-built seawalls
Aerial view of Georgetown showing the layout designed by the Duich,
maostly on a grid pattern

Courtesy Embassy of Guyana, Washington
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sharply in the 1980s. Unofficial estimates put the number leaving
the country in the late 1980s at 10,000 to 30,000 annually. Many
of these emigrants were reported to be middle-class professionals,
largely Indo-Guyanesc, who opposed government policies that fa-
vored employment of Afro-Guyanese in the public sector. This
emigratioii resulted in a significant loss of skilled personnel.

Ethnic Groups

Guyana’s ethnic mix is the direct product of the colonial econo-
my. Except for the Amerindians and a few Europeans, the coun-
try’s ethnic groups are the descendants of groups brought in to work
the early plantations. An economy based on sugar production re-
quired a large labor force. Attempts to enslave the Amerindian
population failed, and the planters soon turned to African siaves.
By 1830 there were 100,000 such slaves in British Guiana.

After the abolition of slavery became totally effective in 1838,
the planters found a new source of cheap labor in the form of in-
dentured workers, foreigners recruited to work for a specific num-
ber of years, usually five, with the possibility of reenlisting for an
additional period and eventually being repatriated. Even before
slavery was abolished, the importation of indentured workers be-
gan. They were recruited from Portugal, India, China, and the
West Indies. Although the terms of indenture were nearly as harsh
as slavery, the planters succeeded in bringing about 286,000 per-
sons into the country by the early twentieth century. More than
80 percent of these indentured workers were East Indians; their
arrival would profoundly affect Guyana's ethnic composition and
the nature of Guyanese society in general.

Afro-Guyanese

Descendants of the Africans, the Afro-Guyanese came to see
themselves as the true people of British Guiana, with greater rights
to land than the indentured workers who had arrived after them.
The fact that planters made land available to East Indians in the
late nineteenth century when they had denied land to the Africans
several decades earlier reinforced Afro-Guyanese resentment toward
other ethnic groups in the colony. The Afro-Guyanese people’s per-
ception of themselves as the true Guyanese derived not only from
their long history of residence, but also from a sense of superiority
based on their literacy, Christianity, and British colonial values.

By the carly twenticth century, the majority of the urban popu-
lation of the country was Afro-Guyanese. Many Afro-Guyanese
living in villages had migrated to the towns in search of work. Un-
til the 1930s, Afro-Guyanese, especially those of mixed African and
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. Eurcpean descent, comprised the bulk of the nonwhite professional

z class. During the 1930s, as the Indo-Guyanese began to enter the
middle class in large numbers, they began to compete with Afro-
Guyanese for professional positions.

Indo-Guyanese

Between 1838 and 1917, almost 240,000 East Indian indentured
workers were brought to British Guiana. The indentured workers
had the right to be repatriated at the end of their contracts, but
as of 1890, most of the East Indian indentured workers had chosen
to settle in British Guiana.

Although the great majority of the East Indian immigrants work-
ers were from northern India, there were variations among them
in caste and religion. Some 30 percent of the East Indians were
from agricultural castes and 31 percent were from low castes or
were untouchables. Brahmans, the highest caste, constituted 14
percent of the East Indian immigrants. About 16 percent were Mus-
lims. The only acknowledgment the colonial government and the
plantation managers gave to caste differences was their distrust of
the Brahmans as potential leaders. East Indian workers were housed
together and placed in work gangs without consideration of caste.
Unlike the African slaves, the East Indian indentured workers were
permitted to retain may of their cultural traditions. But the process
of assimilation has made the culture of the modern Indo-Guyanese
more homogeneous than that of their caste-conscious immigrant
ancestors.

Portuguese and Chinese

The Portuguese were among the first indentured workers brought
to Guyana. Portuguese indentured immigration began in 1835 and
ended in 1882, with most of the immigrants having arrived by the
1860s. Most of the Portuguese came from the North Atlantic is-
land of Madeira.

Economically successful in Guyana, the Portuguese nonetheless
experienced discrimination. Even though of European origin, they
were treated as socially inferior by the British plantation owners
and officials because of their indentured past and Roman Catho-
lic religion. Despite discrimination, by the end of the nineteenth
century the Portuguese were firmly established as an important
part of Guyana’s middle class and commercial sector.

Indentured Chinese workers first came to British Guiana from the
south coast of China in 1853. Relatively few in number, the Chi-
nese became the most acculturated of all the descendants of inden-
tured workers. The Chinese language and most Chinese customs,

"
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including religion, disappeared. There were no clans or other ex-
tended kinship organizations, and soon most Chinese did not trace
their ancestry beyond the first immigrant. Because almost all of
the Chinese indentured immigrants were men, they tended to in-
termarry with both East Indians and Africans, and thus the Chinese
of Guyana did not remain as physically distinct as other groups.

Like the Portuguese, the Chinese left the plantations as soon as
their indenture contracts were fulfilled. Many entered the retail
trade. Other Chinese engaged in farming and pioneered wet-rice
production, using techniques they brought from China. The
Chinese tended to live in urban seitings.

Amerindians

The Amerindians are the descendants of the indigenous people
of Guyana; they are broadly grouped into coastal and interior tribes.